Virgil in Seamus Heaney's Human Chain

If Dante presides over Heaney's Field Work and much of his subsequent poetry (Corcoran 84), Virgil presides over the 2010 collection Human Chain.  The sixth book of Virgil's Aeneid—whose contribution to the collection has not been discussed—informs two poems, ten pages altogether, in the center of the collection.  "The Riverbank Field" points to a passion for life.  Death is the central theme of "Route 110," immediately following.  This paper makes three points: (1) that Heaney locates these two Virgilian poems in the center of Human Chain to make their centrality to the whole collection clear—they express an urgent vitality that acknowledges death without yielding to it, a vitality that is echoed by other poems in the collection; (2) that in his remembrance of his father in "Album" Heaney draws on Aeneid VI once again, to balance the finality of death in "Route 110" with a kind of "resurrection,” and (3) that Heaney explicitly establishes reception as a theme in both “The Riverbank Field” and “Route 110,” showing how he makes Virgil's Aeneid VI his own because it offers "images and symbols adequate to our predicament" (Preoccupations 56).

In "The Riverbank Field" Heaney draws on Aeneid VI to celebrate his native land as a place whose aesthetic beauty explains a passion for living.  Heaney begins by confessing that he cannot translate Virgil's account of Elysium without thinking of the world around him.  He shifts from the Loeb translation to his own words to make the poem fully his own, "And soul is longing to dwell in flesh and blood / Under the dome of the sky."  Here Heaney turns Virgil upside down to claim that Elysium is the world in which he lives, its sensuous beauty justifying life. 


To balance the passion for living in "The Riverbank Field" Heaney touches on several encounters with death in "Route 110."  Looking back over his life from the perspective of Aeneid VI, he plumbs his thoughts, especially about death, at various points in his life.  There is a whimsical insouciance in some of these views—the youthful poet masquerading in others' shades and enjoying the effect in part iv—and the entire poem ends on a positive note with the birth of a granddaughter, where we see an echo of the reincarnation in Aeneid VI.  But the climax comes in part xi where Heaney pictures himself on the bank of the Styx "waiting, watching, / Needy and ever needier for translation."  "Translation" here means, of course, "carry across," but among many other possibilities (Johnston 3) is the one Cavanaugh proposes, "resurrection" in memory (197-198).  The several elegiac tributes to particular individuals, including one to the poet's father in "Album," support this "resurrection."


"The Riverbank Field" and "Route 110" taken together chart a view of the world that pointedly acknowledges what is hostile to life—in part ix of "Route 110" Heaney alludes to the slaughter in the Troubles—but defiantly refuses to yield to this.  As Heaney puts it in "After Liberation," (the second part of "To a Dutch Potter in Ireland") "Omnipresent, imperturbable / Is the life that death springs from. /And complaint is wrong, the slightest complaint at all, / Now that the rye crop waves beside the ruins" (The Spirit Level 7).  This defiant vitality—Heaney’s "relentlessly positive and affirming attitude" to life and art (McDonald 77)—animates the Human Chain.

In both "The Riverbank Field" and "Route 110" Heaney narrates a developing intimacy with Aeneid VI in which the text goes from external to internal, to something that he fully owns. In an interview he reports that Aeneid VI has been “a constant presence,” in his head “for years” (O'Driscoll 389).  But in his search for "images and symbols adequate to our predicament," Heaney filters Aeneid VI through his own personal interpretation of "our predicament," owning the text, but owning it on his own terms.  What remains after this filtering has nothing Roman or epic in it. It is not Virgil, but something Virgilian that is uniquely adequate to the poet’s—and our own—predicament.
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